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It is possible to create a physical environment which will serve as a didactic tool for both 
pupils and educators. The tectonic language will be didactic on three levels: that of 
explicatively detailed timber framing, that of participatory and reconfigurable play modules, 
and that of demonstrative sustainable resource management. It will merge playground and 
classroom space, both modulated within a timber frame and allowing reconfiguration of 
physically and intellectually educational partitions. 
 
DESIGN PROBLEM 
The kindergarten is to be sited in Saranac Lake, NY, at the Jackrabbit Trailhead, near 
Moody Pond. The building will merge playground and classroom programs for the 
kindergarten level and use a didactic architectural language. A timber frame module will be 
used for both programs, with the playground elements freely reconfigurable and existing as 
subdivisions of the larger ‘classroom-sized’ module. The tectonics of timber frame 
assembly will be expressed and highlighted, as they represent a higher order of didactic 
toys. The kindergarten building will also serve as a didactic tool for demonstrating 
sustainable resource management, including water collection as well as passive heating, 
cooling, and air quality control. This will reinforce the natural site as one of the ‘teachers’ of 
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It is a well-documented and researched occurrence in this country that public education 
[especially at the primary level] has become increasingly test-standard-driven, increasingly 
rigid in method, and increasingly poor in substance and valuable life preparation. While 
this thesis does not intend to find or explain the causes of this sociological and political 
phenomenon, it is interested in finding relevant pedagogical ideals – which can be 
manifested architecturally – and bringing them to bear on the design of space for early 
education. 
 
Another foundational consideration of this thesis is the siting of the contention and the 
subsequent design project. Through early research in progressive educational theories of 
Montessori, Frobel, Piaget, and Steiner, a parallel has been noted between the tenets of 
these systems and the all-around education known to be offered by ‘The Great Outdoors’. 
These major pedagogical movements see social education as being fostered through the 
intertwining of physical and intellectual education, which, when pursued in cohesive groups 
of individuals, gives rise to higher level ‘social problem-solving’.  
 
In most standard early education facilities one will encounter ‘diversified’ modes of 
education, aimed at developing well-rounded children. In the United States, schools for 
children between the ages of five and ten often have written lessons, hands-on lessons, 
‘playtime’, meal breaks, indoor physical activity, and other developmental allotments. While 
appreciable, these are often compiled in curricula without much care to order, proportion or 
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composite meaning. Thus, while some level of developmental balance is attained, a 
codified system of holistic education is not applied or affected. 
 
Kindergarten specifically, as formulated by Frobel, is meant to search out the natural 
educational urges within each individual. This explains his fascination with the power of 
unregulated play. His theories were in large part a reaction to the dominant pedagogical 
paradigms in Germany of the first half of the 1850s. These methods of early education and 
upbringing are still well known for their rigidity and insistence on conformity as well as a 
‘break down, build up’ attitude. Frobel’s own education at the hands of his father – an 
orthodox Lutheran pastor – served for him as an early example of what his mentor 
Pestalozzi had called ‘the old order of decrepit, stammering, journeyman-teachers.’ 
 
Like Montessori and Steiner decades later, Frobel had seen his work as moving pedagogy 
closer to nature’s way’. While the three mentioned systems took in-class experimentation 
to varying degree, they found their mission in establishing learning methods to be very 
similar to scientific research. The Enlightenment and subsequent scientific progress had 
instilled in them the belief that the human organism could guided through life with an 
understanding of its developmental tendencies and potentials, which only needed to be 
discovered through rational observation. While Steiner was largely concerned with 
pedagogy as but one piece of his Anthroposophy which led him to draw all possible 
connections between the body, mind, and soul, Montessori and Frobel were able to devote 
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to varying degree, they found their mission in establishing learning methods to be very 
similar to scientific research. The Enlightenment and subsequent scientific progress had 
instilled in them the belief that the human organism could guided through life with an 
understanding of its developmental tendencies and potentials, which only needed to be 
discovered through rational observation. While Steiner was largely concerned with 
pedagogy as but one piece of his Anthroposopy which led him to draw all possible 
connections between the body, mind, and soul, Montessori and Frobel were able to devote 
themselves to the detail of their methodologies.  
 
While today access to Montessori and Frobel materials in the United States is fairly 
common, the total design of facilities for this type of learning are not necessarily proscribed 
by their founders or later contributors. The thesis contention and design problem presented 
her aim to synthesize what can be gleaned from these pedagogues’ writings on spatial 
learning to form a cohesive strategy for an architecture which serves a holistic 
kindergarten level education. It is not the aim of this thesis to adopt any one of the 
methodologies as a ‘client’, nor does it take into account all tenets of said methodologies. It 
is assertively put forth, however, that an architectural design process can be devised which 
would endow the built environment with didactic capabilities in line with progressive-holistic 




The site chosen is a rural one, though by no means a cleared site, or lacking cultural 
context. It is this cultural context, in fact, which gives two precedents [physical and 
ideological] of great influence on the project’s progress. Saranac Lake, NY – the 
municipality in which Moody Pond lies – was from the 1870s until the end of the Second 
World War the absolute center of tuberculosis treatment in the Western Hemisphere. 
Before the ubiquitous availability of pharmaceuticals for treating the ailment, fresh dry air 
was the common prescription for ‘consumptives’. Many a celebrity and commoner traveled 
there for their health and the former mill town experienced a boom, spearheaded by a 
locally invented typology: the Saranac Cure Cottage. This will be discussed in greater 
depth elsewhere in the book.  
 
The Adirondack region has to this day [like Northern New England and several other parts 
of the country] preserved the timber framing tradition brought from Central and Northern 
Europe. One might say that this construction method is sustainable by definition, as it has 
sustained itself, its supply chain, and the community built by and for it for over two 
centuries. Little has changed in this system save the advent of the automobile. 
 
It is in this traditional building method that one finds two answers to the jump in scale from 
Frobel gift to all-encompassing built environment. Being one of the earliest forms of 
modular construction, timber framing offers the adaptability and reconfigurability desired by 
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all three mentioned major progressive pedagogies. The module can be manipulated ad 
infinitum to create within a generic grid the possibility for new adventures in play, 
collaboration, lecture, and socialization. While the Frobel Gift does not foresee the effects 
of increasing numbers of gift-users or any sort of combination of intellectual and social 
learning, architecture can surely take on this responsibility. The participatory potential of a 
timberbased modular architecture recalls the design process of Lucien Kroll, but in real 
time. Even the detailing of timber structures can be seen as an advanced level of Sensorial 
Material. 
 
The natural site itself becomes a didactic material through the lens of the architectural 
project. Whether calibrated louver systems to chart solar patterns, transparent rainwater 
collection courses, or demonstrative passive air treatment installations, the kindergarten 
can become both an introverted and an extroverted tool for the child to explore their 
surroundings at several scales. 
 
 
 
